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On Tuesday, 6 May 1760, the Order of the Garter conducted the installation ofa
knight at Windsor Castle, outside London. A day of ceremony and festivity, par-
ticipated in by a throng ofknights, nobility, clergy, and others, ended with a splendid
ball and supper.1 On Wednesday most of those who attended as well as numerous
servants made their way back to London (1).
Among the travelers were four chairmen who had gone to Windsor to work at their
trade ofcarrying gentlemen about in sedan chairs (2, 3). About 8 PM, as the four men
were crossing Hounslow Heath, halfway to their homes in London, they overtook a
tanner's wagon, returning after delivery ofa load ofleather. The chairmen asked for
and were given a lift. Already in the vehicle, pulled by three horses, were two
wagoners, an old woman, and a little boy. All made themselves comfortable for the
rest ofthejourney; "coming along, we were merry," said oneofthe chairmen later.
But soon trouble struck. The wagon was overtaken by a chaise marine drawn by
two horses and occupied by a man and a woman.2 The chaise was accompanied by
another man on horseback. Immediately after he passed the wagon the horseman,
one William Roberts, angered by something, turned back. The chairmen and
wagoners later claimed, in effect, that they were proceeding quite innocently on the
left side of the wide road and that they had said nothing to Roberts. However, a
bystander reported that, although the wagon was moving, no one was driving it and
that it collided, or almost collided, with the chaise. The latter, it was later disclosed,
carried strong boxes containing jewelry and other valuables. Probably the jewelry
had been worn at the installation. Roberts, the leaderofthe party, had been assigned
to guard the chaise and its contents on the return trip to London.
Testimony about what followed was partly contradictory. We can safely assume
that not all the persons on the London road that evening were sober. Clearly someof
the testimony was prejudiced. The chairmen and wagoners said that William
Roberts, astride his horse, struck out with his whip at the lead horse of the wagon
team, forcing them into the ditch. Amid curses and angry shouts from the wagon, the
horseman again plied his whip, first on the team and then on the men in the vehicle.
William Robinson, a young chairman, later swore that Roberts struck him with his
hanger, a short, slightly curved sword much in vogue with sailors, cutting Robinson's
forehead. He jumped or fell from the back of the wagon, faced his assailant, and
brandished or struck out with a three-foot-long willow stick he carried. Roberts again
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2A chaise-marine was a kind of tilted cart. The body was suspended on straps stretched between
springs.
169
Copyright® 1976 by Academic Press, Inc.
All rights ofreproduction in any form reserved.THOMAS R. FORBES
swung his sword, inflicting a deep cut on the anterior surface of Robinson's right
forearm.
Roberts then galloped off, the party in the wagon pursuing him into the nearby
town of Hounslow. They found Roberts at the door of an inn, the Rose and Crown,
where he again threatened them with his drawn hanger. At this point one of the
wagoners recognized Roberts as a servant in the home of the renowned William Pitt
in St. James's Square. Again Roberts struck out with his hanger but the wagoners
wisely ran. Soon afterward two constables arrived and took Roberts into custody.
William Pitt the Elder, first Earl of Chatham (1708-1778), was then at the height
of his power. A leading politician and Secretary of State, he successfully battled
French influence in America and, as the Great Commoner, won the affection of the
British and the esteem of Europe (4). Testimony at Roberts' trial revealed that he
had served in the Pitt household for 14 or 15 years, rising from footman to groom of
the chamber.
While Roberts was being arrested, Robinson, bleeding badly, was taken to two
surgeons. One of them lived close by in Hounslow and the other was attached to a
regiment stationed there. After they had stopped the bleeding, the wounded man was
transported in a post chaise to London by his friends. At Hyde Park Corner the
bumping over the cobblestones was too painful, and Robinson was carried from that
point on in a sedan chair to his apartment over a butcher shop in Old Bond Street,
where his wife attended him.
The next morning, Wednesday 8 May, the injured Robinson was seen by John Rid-
dell, a London surgeon. However, for fear that bleeding would begin again, the
wound was not exposed or opened until 12 May. On that day Riddell and another
London surgeon, Thomas Tompkins, discovered that an artery and several tendons,
not identified, in the forearm had been severed
and that the Extremity of the Bone seemed divided, that the said Robinson was in a Fever, that the
Arm from the Nature of the Wound was endangered, and that from the Whole the Life of the said
Robinson was Precarious (2).
Mr. Riddell, correctly anticipating the demise of his patient and the homicide
charge that could ensue, swore to this statement the same day before ajustice ofthe
peace, the then famous Bow Street magistrate Sir John Fielding. Sir John was blind
but was credited with being able to recognize more than 3000 thieves from their
voices (5). He was the half brother of Henry Fielding the novelist, also a magistrate.
Not many years later the two men were to organize what came to be known as the
Bow Street Runners, predecessors ofthe London police (6, 7).
Sir John Fielding enters our story at two other points. Not long after the attack on
Robinson, perhaps the next morning, a complaint against the two wagoners for allow-
ing their vehicle to proceed without a driver was lodged before the blind magistrate.
Roberts, the attacker of Robinson, and a soldier who was also to appear at Roberts'
trial both testified against the wagoners. The hapless men were found guilty. Field-
ing's verdict must later have carried weight at Roberts' trial by indicating that the
wagon was indeed proceeding erratically and that Roberts therefore may have had
some provocation for his assault on the vehicle's occupants. Long since, the two
drivers must have bitterly regretted their kindly impulse to pick up the chairmen.
On 16 May, nine days after the attack, Sir John Fielding also heard the sworn in-
formation of William Robinson, the injured man; his statement was later, like that of
Riddell the surgeon, introduced at the inquest. Robinson did he know he was dy-
ing?-told how the wagon in which he was riding was
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Overtaken by one William Roberts Servant to the Right Honble William Pitt Esq on Horseback who
drove the Horses of the said Waggon into the Ditch, which occasioned the Waggoner to call the said
Roberts a Black-Guard, says the said Roberts then Rode up to that part ofthe Waggon where he was
and gave him a Cutt over his Eye with a Hanger ....
Robinson fell out ofthe wagon. Roberts, who had ridden offa little distance,
then Wheeled round and before this Informant had recovered his fall gave him a Cutt with his Hanger
upon his right Arm as he held it up to Defend his Head, and farther says he did not Strike the said
Roberts at all, nor had he any stick in his hand at the Time the said Roberts first struck him as afore-
said.
his
William X Robertson
mark
Sworn before me the
day & Year first above written
John Fielding3 (2)
In his deposition at the inquest, however, David Tooth, one of the chairmen,
"6particularly adds that Blows were exchanged between Roberts and the deceased
before the Blow was given with the Hanger."
William Robinson grew steadily more ill, and on 18 May, 11 days after he was at-
tacked, he died of"a violent fever," undoubtedly the result ofinfection ofhis wound.
The inquest was held on 21 May at an inn, the Shepherd and Flock, on Shepherd
Street in the Parish of St. George Hanover Square, City of Westminster.4 The
coroner was Mr. John Heary. In addition to the testimony already summarized, the
court heard a report of a postmortem examination of the deceased.5 The document
was signed by three doctors, John Riddell, who had attended Robinson, John Pick-
ford, and William Hunter, and was in Hunter's hand.6 William (1718-1783), bachelor
brother of the illustrious John, was famous in his own right as an accoucheur and
anatomist. Gifted as a professional man, he was also cultured, charming, and socially
ambitious. Among his obstetrical patients were many ladies of the nobility, and the
doctor was a favorite guest at evening loo parties in fashionable homes. Hunter was
proud to count William Pitt and Lady Esther among his friends and had in fact de-
livered their son William the previous year (8, 9). Since the medical men who at-
tended and conducted postmortem examinations were nearly always surgeons (10,
11), it seems probable that there was a special reason for Hunter, an accoucheur, to
participate in the autopsy on Robinson. Whether the doctor's presence was arranged
by or on behalf of the Pitt family because Roberts was their longtime servant, we do
not know.
The postmortem report was dated 21 May 1760, the day ofthe inquest.
We have this day examined the body of William Robinson and observed nothing that could be
suspected to be the cause ofhis death except a wound in the right wrist. It was upon theinside, that is,
of the same side as the Thumb, and its direction was obliquely downwards towards the hand. A part of
the bone ofthe arm was divided and the cut was continued into thejoint ofthe wrist.
3Sir John Fielding's large, semilegible signature is distinctive. Some ofthe letters are superimposed but
terminal "ing" is clear. His signatures on the Riddell and Robinson statements were authenticated by
comparison with a known signature in the Manuscript Collection of the Beinecke Library of Yale
University.
4In most parishes, the only place large enough to accommodate the coroner's court was a public house
or the vestry room ofthe church.
5The statement does not specify that an actual autopsy took place, but later at the trial Hunter testified
that he "saw the body ofthe deceased open on the coroner's inquest."
6The handwriting was authenticated from examples in Illingworth's "The Story of William Hunter" (8).
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From our attendance upon him while he was living and from what we could observe in the dead
body, we suppose, and believe, that hedied ofa fever which was occasioned by this wound.
William Hunter
John Riddell
Jn.' Pickford
Severally taken and
acknowledged theday
and year aforesaid before me
Jn.' Heary Coroner (2)
As a result of the inquest Roberts was indicted on three charges, for willful murder,
for feloniously slaying, and on the coroner's inquisition (12).
His trial on 9 July was reported at unusual length in the Old Bailey Sessions
Papers. Reference has already been made to much of the significant testimony.
Toward the end of the trial John Riddell, and later William Hunter, made similar
statements of great importance about Robinson's wound. The victim, it will be re-
called, had said that he was injured by the hanger when he raised his arm to protect
his head.
Q. Could that wound be received when the man was acting on thedefensive?
Hunter. I imagine it is impossible; it was just as much cut on the outside as the inside, and cut
slanting towards the fingers; it could not be cut as his hand was up, for ifso, it would have been slant-
ing towards his body, it must be while his hand was down, or holding the [Roberts'] horse's bridle.
Cross Examination
Q. Supposing a man was raising his hand, and a blow was to comeon that sort, would it notdepend
much on the direction of the weapon, and the force of the blow, to beat down the arm, and carry it
before it?
Dr. Hunter. When a man is striking at another, he has his face towards him, it must cut him in the
direction towards his body, and not towards his fingers (3).
The implication here, as in the postmortem report, was that, rather than defending
himself when he was hurt, Robinson was holding his arm in an offensive position, pre-
sumably as he grasped his stick or the horse's bridle and that therefore he was fight-
ing with Roberts. This of course was contrary to the statement that had been made
by the dead man.
Two King's messengers who were in the Pitt home when Roberts returned from
Windsor, and also Pitt's steward and butler, told how Roberts complained ofa pain-
ful injury to his shoulder. He showed them, they said, a large bruise on his upper arm.
Finally, these individuals and no less than 33 others, some ofthem also servants, who
knew Roberts well testified to his good character; "heis a very humane, good natur'd
man, very serviceable to anyone that wants his assistance, far from that ofa cruel or
passionate man." Hunter himselfsaid he had known the prisoner "about 3 or4 years,
his behavior in the family was really civil, I have the best authority for saying it, a
man extremely civil and obliging." Counsel for the prisoner said he could present
another hundred character witnesses, but thejudge responded, "No man's character
was ever better established."
Roberts was found guilty of manslaughter. He was sentenced to be branded in the
hand and discharged (12).
The case is important not only because ofthe prominent figures who were involved
but for other reasons. Forensic medicine, relatively well advanced on the continent,
was still in its infancy in England and postmortem examinations for legal purposes
were unusual. Most autopsies were hasty and incomplete; histological examination of
tissues from the autopsy had not yet begun. Surgeons customarily performed post-
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mortem examinations but William Hunter was an accoucheur.7 The previously un-
known autopsy report documents one of his less familiar activities. Finally, we are
left to ponder the extent to which Hunter's shrewd testimony at Roberts' trial may
have weakened the case of the prosecution and helped to save Pitt's servant from the
gallows.
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